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Is Dreiser's "The 'Genius'" Immoral?
By MERTON STAKK YEWDALE.

order t determine uliethcr or not aIX hook is and therefore a vio-io- n

of she .statute it is necessary to know
the writers purpose as well as the divid-

ing line between a literary work of art
end a trankly nasty Itook.

Immoral books might be classed under
three heads, namely, those thiit are writ-

ten with a direct appeal lo the baser pas-

sions, those that are written for a moral
purpose, and those that an: written solely
fj.r the purpose of art.

Among the first are such looks as
XttileH Streets, The 1'onfe.igion of Maria
Monk, This sort of work appeals
primarily to the ignorant and unen-

lightened, and, in fuel, is not to be classed
rs literature.

Sei-om- we have Mich books us recent
sludie by Reginald Kau.'Tinan and others.
Literature is used for I lie purpose of in-

culcating a moral lesson by holding up to
the public the unpleasant aspects of vice.
Of all such books and plays that have been
written few take ran!; as great literature.
In nearly eery case the purpose of the
novel or play is ervcrted and sacrificed
to the moral object. The literary Mde of
the work s negligible.

"The 'Genius " Purely Artistic.
Tn the thini class of books may be ac-

counted The '"Genius" and hundreds of
volumes of the anrient classics which were
written for purely lilcrary purjioscs. It
is not necessary to institute a timparison
lielween The "Genius" and accredited
works of geuius, nor is it necessaiy to cite
instances of immorality in such works to
justify their presence in the book under
discussion. In order to determine whether
or not The Genius" is merely a book of
filth or a work of literary art we have
only lo apply certain principles applicable
nut only to literary work but to music,
painting and sculpture.

The purpose of pure fiction is to stim-- '

late the ssthetic sense. It Is true that
the novel has been used for high
moral purposes, for the exposition of
various theories of government, for the
alleviation of social suffering and for the
discussion of problems of ethics; but these
arc, strictly speaking, not functions of
the novel. They should be only incidental
to it. They more often .than not hurt the
literary value of the, work. Hefore pro-

ceeding with the discussion we ought to
explain what is meant by the nvthctic
sense and how a work of art appeals
to it.

The Touchstone Is a Sixth Sense.
The ajslhctic sense is merely under-

standing and" appreciation of the fine arts.
Those that have it know it. but it is there-
fore difficult to explain what it is to those
who have it not. Let us iw some com-

parisons tliat 111:13 be understood by every-

body.
Great works of art stimulate the

sthetic sense. This .sense is stirred and
developed by reading a line lxvk, by hear-

ing fine music anil by viewing line paint-
ing and sculpture. Perhaps the closest
analogy is the feeling tlul almost every
one has when he looks at Niagara, the
Grand Canyon of the Colorado or the
Rocky Mountains. Hardly any one has
looked upon these great woiks of nature
without a thrill. If the precise feeling
could Ixi analyzed it would be found to
consist of complete absorption in a work
outside one's self and a work nobler and
more enduring than one's sell. Wc feel
immensity at the same time that we realize
how insignificant we are.

Xow that is the neatest approach to the
.Tsthctic feeling" that many a person ever
makes, ami no person can come nearer
unless he be gifted with thi si.th sense.
Some people get a thriil from a muset
from a .sunrise, from the wide expanse of
the ocean. Those having the aesthetic
seji-- e get it also from art.

The three clement.--, which go to the
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creation of all great literary work are
form, organization and rhythm. By form
we mean that the author creates his char-

acters. He gives au account of their
hereditary traits, environmental intluences,
natural predilections, &c He describes
them in physical detail to give us the feel-

ing tliat a real flesh and blood person is
before us. Wc must feel solidity iii the
characters.

After the characters are created in the
mind of the novelist lie traces their lives
through various vicissitudes. This is
organization of the material.

Khythm, which is the third step in the
novel, consists in bringing tlw characters
into relation with each other and in re-

lating events with other events. This
compacted mass of human relation Ls what
gives the story its dynamism a technical
term for "punch.''

The Irrelevancy of "Plot."

It will be noticed that nothing has thus
far been said about the plot, for the
reason thai in all great fiction the plot
is negligible. In fact, where there is no
plot there is rather likely to be literary
merit. Now the reason for the absence
of a plot in a groat work of art is that
it interferes with the logical working
out of the destinies of the characters.

The presence of a jilot obliges the
novelist to make conenpions here and
there so that the plot will work out.
Absence of a plot permits him to allow
the people of the story to develop in ac-

cordance with their natural characters.
The true novelist sees life before his

eyes as a pageant. He merely notes what
he sees passing. If it be immorality he
records it; if it be sanctity he al-- o noted
it; and it will lie observed that in all
great works of literary art the novelist
rarely pas's-- s an opinion on the action?
or the. speeches of liis characters. In
other words, he places the e and sit-

uations before us and lets us draw our
own conclusions or morals, if we choose.

Let us apply these principles to The
"Genius." The book does not come under
the head of books written and published
for the purpose of appealing to a base
mind. There is no internal evidence that
the book was intended to be a moral les-

son showing that the wages of sin is

death, nor are there any opinions ex-

pressed by the author as to justification
of the immorality. He simply records
what happens to a mnn who is an artist
and of a certain makeup: and he lets
it rest there.

As for lorni. which, as we haw said,
is the creating of character, in no other
specimens of American letters is there
more careful attention given to detail
than in the liooks of Theodore Dreiser.
The only man who even approaches him
is the late David Graham l'hillips. With
tireless attention to physical detail, Drei-

ser builds up his- - characters until they
give us the sensation of perfect solid-

ity; so much so, in fact, that it has liecn

said by eminent critics that he writes
fiction like fact. There is not a single
character in The "Genii!" that does not

impress one as lieing well rounded and
containing the depth that is necessary to
solidity.

After the characters have been created
Preiser furnishes the arums situations
of life in which the appear, starts his
people on their wa and mixes his

vast amount of material like a man put-

ting a great charge Itit a po.rfiil gun.
The dynamic force of the novel be-

comes apparent when the lives of the
characters are brought into contact and
the relation of events is established.

The Marks of Greatness.
Without asserting Preiser's great nest

it is incontestable (hut his works bear the
marks of great . Not only arc they
conceived on a . jI scale, but they
arc devoid of all ralizing, speculat-

ing and preaching, and aim to give a
huge panorama of life n.-- it evpa-id- s to
Uie sight.

The characters are ones that people
in any walk of life might meet, aud they
fulfil their destinies in a natural and

logical way without the guidance of the
novelirt.

Tlio-.-- e thai are immoral continue to be

immoral; tho-- e that are moral remain

so. Whether or not we admire the
characters, wo feel that they are powers

cither for good or evil, anil that every

one of them is coiilriiiuling som-- ll ii.g

to life. They aie all fed into the cosmic

hopper.
Only to thinking people can The ''Gen- -
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in-,- appeal, aud not to all of them. To
those who put the construction of the novel
after the plot and the incidental accounts
of immoralities the book may be of no

interest; but to those who see the careful
way in which the characters develop
under the hand of the novelist, and who

cjn sense the form, organization and
rhythm of the book the appeal will bo

instantaneous.
It has been urged that this liook i3

detrimental to the morals of the yomi,;

and might have a bad effect upon peop'.fl

with a weak moral sense; but are thou-

sands of perfectly normal and responsible

people to be denied this form of ,rt
simply it mny be harmful to

others! It has not been cstahlishcd that
Uie book has .lone haim to any one; it
has only been staid that it might do

them haim if they read it.

As a matter of fact only people of

culture and education pay any attention
to the works of such writers as Dreiser.
The general public never lecomes inter-

ested until its attention is called to what
may be a salacious morsel.

In the ca.-- e of The "Getting" American
letters are on trial, and the literary world
will watch with interest the verdict. It
is carnosth hoped that to every honest
mind will come the conviction that Th

"r.Vm'M-.- is a work of literary excellence

and that, as such, its suppression would

be an act harmful to American literature
if only by the weight of the precedent
and the force of the example.

Seeing America First.
FLORIDA. THE LAND OF EN-

CHANTMENT By N. O. Winter.
(The Page Co.) $3 50.

COLORADO. THE QUEEN JEWEL
OF THE ROCKIES By Mae Lacy
Baggs. (The Page Co.) $3.50.

These important additions to the "See

America First" series are not books for

the traveller's pocket, but pretentious vol-

umes with large print, wide margins and
many illustrations. They arc the kind of
travel books that the buyer will read with

interest e or after taking the trip
or even if he never has the excursion at
all.

It would take a winter, busily spent, to
sec as much of Florida, from Jacksonville
to Long Key and from IVnsacolu to the
Suwanee River, as Mr. N. 0. Winter
f ideal name for Uie author of a book on
Florida) carries the reader through in a
couple of evenings.

The Colorado volume indicates its writ-

er's iutimacy not only with the moun-

tains but with the geology and the history
of the State. Her bibliography lists
nearly a hundred authors, from l'arkmaii
to Buffalo Bill, upon whom she. rails to
witness the grandeur of Colorado.

MY LADY'S BOOK Livre de Ma-
dame. (John Wanamaker.) $3.

This tiny volume with a silken cover
bearing colored Oriental designs is edited
for .John Wanamaker by Maquct, I'aris.
It is all iu French. There are a calendar,
pages for notes of any sort and a "lady's
Atiscreon," being some dozens of graceful
French poems. The booklet is cinbellNhed
with many photogravures of a classical or
decorative nature. There is a slip cas
of silk to hold the bibelot.
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